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Then and Now
TIME
was, two or three decades ago,
when secretiveness in the nth degree
was preserved in corporate affairs. Publicity of financial statements was shunned,
lest it give aid and comfort—ammunition
even—to the enemy.
One bit of evidence that we now live in
a somewhat different era, may be found in
the 1925 printed annual report of one of the
country's largest corporations. This document consists of some hundred pages of
statements, graphs, and comments, setting
forth the details of the company's financial
condition and the results of its operations
for the year. T o each item i n the financial
statements there is appended a parenthetical explanation in language intelligible to
the layman. The statements bear the
signature of certified public accountants.
Admittedly, there are many stars in the
firmament of corporate reports which shine
less brightly as yet. Others still are obscured by a cloud. Nevertheless, it cannot
be denied that the atmosphere gradually
is clearing. W i t h a little patience, apparently, it will become pellucid eventually.
That the affairs of a business organization are of no concern to anyone except
those responsible for its creation and continuance may be sound doctrine when
applied to small concerns, but not when

applied to large concerns in which the
public is interested, either directly as shareholders or indirectly through the influence
which the conduct of such concerns may
have upon general business conditions.
If corporations continue to draw capital
from hundreds of thousands of small i n vestors, they must make available full and
reliable information as a basis for making
investments intelligently. They must
supply their thousands of shareholders—
who obviously cannot take part in the
management—as speedily as possible with
complete and trustworthy information as
to the results of the undertaking.
Further, incorporation is a privilege
granted by the people; and the people have
a right to adequate corporate reports, that
they may judge whether or not abuse has
been made of the privilege. Publicity of
certified financial statements by all corporations would forestall public uneasiness
regarding them, and would eliminate unscrupulous attacks of politicians and others.
M r . Sells, in 1911, advocated full publicity of the financial affairs of corporations,
at a time when there was much agitation
against them. He wrote:
"It could not be said that all corporations
are free from censure, but publicity would
act as a restraint upon these and would
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put in a fair light before the public those
institutions which are entitled to the credit
for the great commercial development of
this country.
" M a n y corporations issue printed annual
reports, and some of them are published
in the daily papers in abbreviated form.
A l l corporations should issue full reports to
their stockholders and should publish them
generally for the enlightenment of the i n vesting and voting public.
" . . . B u t to obtain these results, full
publicity will be necessary and the public
will have to be satisfied that the figures contained in the publications are accurate."
Our great corporations are coming more
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and more into a realization that publicity
of their financial affairs, in the form of
certified balance sheets and profit and loss
statements which are intelligible to the
public is good rather than baneful in effect.
Although many corporate reports at present omit certain essential information, and
there is lack of uniformity, there are signs
of steady improvement.
Encouraging results are being achieved
by voluntary action on the part of the
corporations. The wisdom of such action
is apparent to corporation officials who are
intelligent and thoughtful. It should not
be necessary to invoke governmental
authority, as has been advocated recently.

